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The Why, the Who, the How… A Guide to Planning Effective, Collaborative, Person-
Centered Transition Services for Students with Disabilities 
Abstract 
Providing effective transition services and plans for students with disabilities can seem like a daunting 
task to special education teachers and supporting agencies. Planning effective collaboration and 
coordination between stakeholders increases the likelihood that students with disabilities will graduate 
high school and participate in desired postsecondary activities, be it paid employment or postsecondary 
education (NTACT, 2019). Many special education teachers and supporting agencies are unsure where to 
start when planning and coordinating transition services; in response we created a document that can be 
used as a guidance and planning tool to design effective, person-centered, collaborative transition 
services. The planning tool we developed was targeted toward application within the Greater Louisville 
Education Cooperative and Jefferson County Public Schools in Louisville, KY. However, the format is 
readily adaptable to district specific information by utilizing the template and providing links for district/
community specific resources. Utilizing evidence-based practices and the transition needs of students 
will allow teams to design individualized plans that begin development during an individual’s 8th grade 
year and follow them through graduation. 
Keywords 
transition, disabilities, autism spectrum disorder, intellectual or developmental disabilities, planning tool, 
secondary education, special education 
This research article is available in Kentucky Teacher Education Journal: The Journal of the Teacher Education 
Division of the Kentucky Council for Exceptional Children: https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/ktej/vol8/iss2/6 
Ms. Goodwater, a first-year special education teacher, is facing 
challenges involving planning and preparing adequate and effective 
transition services for her 8
th 
grade students. There is so much 
information and so many resources, yet she has no idea where to 
start. This is an overwhelming and all too familiar situation not only 
for special education teachers but also for caregivers and 
supporting agencies. Finding the most beneficial (and easily 
implemented) resources can be a struggle; therefore, we created a 
planning tool to help teachers like Ms. Goodwater organize, design, 
and implement important milestones and events of the transition 
process. This article provides a guide in the form of a transition 
planning tool that is person-centered, collaborative, and easy to use. 
 
The Why...  
The transition needs of students with disabilities can present a difficult road 
to navigate for students, their families, teachers, and the agencies that support them. 
Students with disabilities have poorer postsecondary outcomes when compared to 
their non-disabled peers (National Technical Assistance Center on Transition 
[NLTS-2]; Newman et al., 2011). For example, the Office for Disability 
Employment Policy (ODEP) reported in 2019 that only 43.9% of young adults with 
disabilities were employed compared to 74.4% of young adults without disabilities. 
There are many components of transition planning that need to converge to 
adequately and appropriately plan for the unique and individualized needs of each 
student. Oftentimes there may be people (e.g., families, supporting agencies’ staff) 
who are not solely involved in the education component, but are involved in the 
transition component. Effective collaboration and coordination between agencies 
increase the likelihood that students with disabilities will graduate high school and 
participate in desired postsecondary activities, be it paid employment or 
postsecondary education (NTACT, 2019). Many times, coordination and 
collaboration among all necessary individuals can be confusing, or overlooked 
entirely. When all supporting agencies are not involved in the transition planning 
and implementation process, students may not benefit from the most appropriate 
transition planning possible for them, potentially leading to poor postsecondary 
outcomes.  
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) defines 
transition services as a coordinated set of activities designed to be results oriented 
for a student with a disability, focused on improving the academic and functional 
achievement of the student from school to post-school activities (e.g., 
postsecondary education, vocational education, integrated employment, adult 
education, independent living, community participation). IDEA (2004) further 
suggests that services be based on the individual student’s needs and should take 
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into account strengths, preferences, and interests related to: instruction, related 
services, community experiences and the development of employment objectives, 
acquisition of daily living skills and a provision of functional vocational 
evaluation(s). Rasheed et al. (2006) define person-centered planning as a process 
in which the focus and interests of the person with a disability remains first. 
Transition services and activities designed around person-centered planning can be 
an effective way to individualize and prepare students for their futures. In addition 
to being person-centered, transition services should utilize evidence-based 
practices in order to effectively support students’ postsecondary intentions. The 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA; 2015) defines evidence-based practices as 
effective educational strategies supported by evidence and research. For the 
purpose of transition, evidence-based practices include instructional methods and 
strategies that can be used to teach specific skills related to effective transition. 
Several evidence-based practices are utilized within the design of the template 
including: community-based instruction, self-monitoring, self-management, visual 
supports, simulation, chaining, video-modeling, self-advocacy, and self-
determination (Employment First, 2021). 
The Who...  
Effective transition planning and collaboration among agencies is beneficial 
to all stakeholders involved in an individual’s transition team. Stakeholders include 
members of the students’ home, school, and community, such as parents or 
caregivers, the student, special education teachers and other support staff within the 
school, vocational rehabilitation counselors, post-secondary institutions, and 
anyone else who provides support to the individual. Achola and Greene (2016) 
highlight the importance of families, by noting that the students’ families are 
typically directly affected by the transition services and adult outcomes of their 
youth with disabilities. Transitions may be more stressful for individuals with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and intellectual and developmental disabilities 
(IDD), partially due to service limitations for adults, which in turn creates barriers 
to independent living and employment (Ferguson & Ferguson, 2000; Kraemer & 
Blacher, 2001). 
It is important that an interagency planning team not only considers who is 
involved, but also ensures that all team members identify and describe which 
services and supports they will specifically provide. This will ensure that each 
member of the planning team knows who is responsible for ensuring the student’s 
transition plan is being implemented and followed as designed.  
Miner and Bates (1997) described a person-centered planning approach that 
involved a “circle of support” and a “community presence” map. The purpose of 
these are maps is to show the number of people and settings that should be 
considered when designing and implementing person-centered transition planning? 
to ensure effective services are being designed with the student and families in 
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mind. The “circle of support” map starts with the student in the center and the outer 
rings consist of family members, close friends/associates, groups of people in the 
student’s life, and paid caregivers. The “community presence” map consists of 
daily, weekly, and occasional community settings that the student has accessed. 
Inclusion of these stakeholders in transition planning allows for more personalized 
transition planning for the individual. Person-centered planning has encouraged 
increased active participation in the process of transition planning, increasing the 
perception of benefits for all involved (Miner & Bates, 1997).  
Hagner et al. (2012) conducted a study on the use and outcomes of a three-
component family-centered transition planning intervention with 47 youths with 
ASD. The three components of the intervention were structured training, 
individualized planning sessions, and follow-up support for implementation and 
exploration. The participants were randomized into two groups with one group 
receiving the intervention in Year 1 and the other receiving the intervention in Year 
2. In the Year 1 group, both students and parents showed significantly higher 
expectations regarding students’ future, self-determination, and vocational 
decision-making when compared to the Year 2 group. Based on the results of the 
study, Hagner et al. suggested that family-centered transition planning is a readily 
implemented intervention that could yield positive effects on the transition of 
students with ASD.  
Similarly, Kim and Turnbull (2004) studied the similarities of person-
centered and family-centered planning to develop a new approach they called 
person-family interdependent planning. This multi-faceted approach focuses on 
quality of life and postsecondary outcomes for individuals with disabilities and their 
families. Researchers have found that transitions must focus on the connection 
between quality of life of the family and quality of life of the individual. Kim and 
Turnbull (2004) describe the person-family interdependent planning approach 
being built on several premises:  
1. Transitions are influenced by and influence the family system.  
2. Choice-making by the individual and the family.  
3. Self-determination is collaboration between the individual and his or her 
family. 
4. Planning should include the family as stakeholders.  
5. Interagency collaboration and plans should be implemented.  
The How...  
Given the “why and who,” we developed a planning tool that considers the 
needs of transition planning from an educator’s perspective (see Figure 1) and the 
needs of the student through a person-centered approach, focused on strengths and 
capabilities of both the student with disabilities and their support network (Flannery 
et al., 2001). Through collaboration with members of an educational cooperative, 
we identified the need for a simple, easy-to-use tool that allows for effective, 
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person-centered and collaborative transition planning to ensure effective 
transitions. In developing this planning tool, we aligned a person-centered focus 
with the person-family interdependent planning approach described by Kim and 
Turnbull (2004). Using the person-family interdependent approach coupled with 
interagency collaboration allows for all stakeholders to express wants, needs, fears, 
and concerns with regard to the individual’s transition services and supports. 
Results from Carter et al. (2020), found that while educators felt qualified to address 
many areas of transition, there are several areas they were not comfortable with or 
felt qualified to address. This planning tool is in an easy-to-use format and provides 
live links and supporting prompts to ensure ease of use and accuracy of 
collaboration, to assist teachers in the planning process.  
Ms. Goodwater has looked through resources and reviewed IEPs 
(Individualized Education Programs), but is continuing to struggle 
to figure out exactly where to start with transition planning for her 
students and to make sure all the necessary people are included in 
the planning and implementation process. Ms. Goodwater reaches 
out to her mentor teacher, Ms. Lucas, who has just returned from a 
training that utilized a new guidance and support document that 
allows transition planning to be more individualized and support all 
stakeholders. Ms. Lucas explains this document will help support 
the planning process to ensure milestones are being met and that 
key-players are involved and can support and follow the student 
throughout their transition years.  
Ms. Goodwater is excited to use this tool with the members of her 
planning team—she finds it to be such a simple checklist to follow, 
including links to help. Ms. Goodwater feels she can use this 
resource in collaboration with parents and supporting agencies to 
design and implement an effective and person-centered transition 
plan. But now she starts wondering... does this replace the transition 
plan in the IEP? Is this a legal document? Is it mandatory?  
The answers to these questions simply are “no.”  The planning tool is a resource 
that is designed to help organize and plan for effective person-centered transition 
services, and to coordinate these among school, home and community. This 
planning tool will address Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) and 
postsecondary educational outcomes through collaboration among agencies 
specific to supporting the individuals and their families. In 2016, The U.S. 
Department of Education (U.S. DOE) identified five required pre-ETS activities: 
(a) job exploration counseling; (b) work-based learning experiences; (c) workplace 
readiness training to develop social skills; (d) counseling for comprehensive 
transition programs and postsecondary opportunities; and (e) self-advocacy 
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instruction. This planning tool aims to ensure we are planning for the most effective 
transition services for students.  
This tool was developed to provide a simple and quick checklist pertaining 
to important transition planning information, collaboration, and milestones. This 
tool was developed for and targeted toward application within the Greater 
Louisville Education Cooperative and Jefferson County Public Schools in 
Louisville, KY. However, the format is easily adaptable to district-specific 
information by utilizing the template and providing links for district- and 
community-specific resources. Use of the template will allow teams to design 
individualized plans that begin with a transition development process during a 
student’s 8th grade year and follows them through graduation. Each transition year 
is broken down into specific targets and goals that can be completed to prepare both 
the student and caregivers for the transition years. For example, the recommended 
targeted tasks to complete during the 8th grade year include: (1) complete 
Individual Learning Plan (ILP), (2) begin pre-employment transition services 
referral forms, (3) begin developing self-advocacy and self-determination skills, 
and (4) plan a meeting focused on transition to high school.  
Once Ms. Goodwater sees what a manageable checklist this is, she 
is ready to begin. Ms. Goodwater sees the first item on the tool is 
the ILP with a link and a “note to collaborate with the school 
counselor.” Ms. Goodwater clicks on the link and is directed to the 
website for the Kentucky Individual Learning Plan Guidance 
Document, which provides all the needed information and resources 
for the ILP.  
Lawlor and York (2007) discuss an approach to assess goal attainment and identify 
required information to construct goals that are key to assessing the performance of 
the individual: (1) who the goal pertains to, (2) what will be accomplished, (3) 
within what period, and (4) to what degree. The authors suggest that by using these 
key pieces of information to develop goals, individual and organizational 
performance can be assessed.  The ILP is used to create the goals for skills that the 
individual will need to be successful with their post-high school transition. A multi-
year course of study is another organizational tool that is required for transition 
planning and is included in the IEP. This tool should be reviewed and revised as 
necessary at every annual review committee (ARC) meeting following its 
development. Our planning tool embeds the ILP and once it is complete, the date 
of completion can be used to demonstrate that the targeted benchmark/goal has 
been met. The next target is to complete the pre-employment transition service (pre-
ETS) referral form (see hyperlink in Figure 1). 
Ms. Goodwater is happy she is so effectively and efficiently planning 
transition services based on the individual needs of her students. 
The prompts and notes for collaboration are especially helpful.  
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The third targeted goal for 8th grade students is to begin to develop (or continue 
working on developing) self-advocacy and self-determination skills. Specific skills 
targeted were determined through collaboration with members of the Greater 
Louisville Education Cooperative and include: (1) attending and participating in 
IEP meetings, and (2) learning about and being comfortable discussing and 
informing people of any medical issues, medications, disability diagnosis, doctors 
and accommodations they need. This targeted goal is ongoing throughout the 
duration of their education (and beyond).  
Spring is approaching. The end of the school year is in sight, and 
Ms. Goodwater is ready to work on the last piece of the transition 
document for her 8th grade students: planning the transition to high 
school meeting for her students.  
The transition to high school meeting is a very important piece not only in preparing 
students and caregivers for this transition, but in providing an excellent opportunity 
to have all the members of the student’s planning team present: the student, 
parents/guardians, community support agencies, related services providers (current 
and future), teachers (current and future), and supporting school personnel (current 
and future). During the meeting, the importance of listening to students and 
caregivers expressing their wants and needs is paramount in order to develop a 
transition plan that meets the students’ individual needs as well addresses family 
concerns and future expectations.  
Ms. Goodwater dates her final piece on the transition document and 
thanks everyone for attending and working together to design and 
implement a truly person-centered transition plan that included the 
input and experience from all team members. She believes that 
through this process, a foundation has been laid for each of her 
students to transition successfully to high school, and for their 
support team to continue to plan and provide comprehensive 
transition services that ensure the best possible outcomes as 
students move toward transition to post-secondary life. Each team 
member will be provided with or have access to the ongoing 
document to assist with continuing consistent, collaborative, and 
person-centered transition planning.    
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____View Compliance Record 
Review Document (Transition 
Services) 
 
____ Individual Learning Plan (ILP) 
(collaborate with school counselor 
and parents) 
 
____ Complete a multi- year course 
of study (that aligns with the ILP) 
needed to assist the student in 
reaching postsecondary goals  
 
____ Begin developing self-
advocacy and self-determination 
skills 
● Attend and participate in all 
IEP meetings 
● Begin learning about any 
medical issues, medications, 
disability diagnoses and 
doctors.  
 
___ Begin pre-employment 
transition service (Pre-ETS) referral 
forms   
 
 





● High school support staff 
● All related service providers 
(current and future) 




____ Know and begin to develop a 
plan for post-graduation.  
● If college bound: 
○ Start taking ACT tests 
● If graduating with a diploma: 
○ Credits required 
○ Accessing resources      
● If earning alternative high 
school diploma: 
○ Accessing resources 
○ Planning for post-
graduation and what 
that will look like.  




____ Know Teacher of Record 
(TOR) and how to contact 
 
____ Continue multi- year course of 
study (that aligns with the ILP) 
needed to assist the student in 
reaching postsecondary goals  
 
____ Continue self-advocacy and 
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Grade 10: 
 
____ State ID (drivers license, 
picture ID, permit) 
 
____ Continue self-advocacy and 
self-determination skills 
 
____ Revisit post-graduation plan, 
ensure the designed courses and 
selection are still appropriate 
 
____ By age 16 a measurable post-
secondary goal that addresses 
training, employment, and 
independent living skills (where 
appropriate) must be in place 
 
____ Continue multi- year course of 
study (that aligns with the ILP) 
needed to assist the student in 




____ Pre-employment transition 
referral form 
 
____ Apply for TARC 3 
 
____ Start applying for OVR 
services 
 





____Update post-secondary goals 
that address training, employment, 
and independent living skills 
 
____Complete the transition 
attainment record (TAR) *for 
students working towards an 
alternative high school diploma 
 
____ Continue multi- year course of 
study (that aligns with the ILP) 
needed to assist the student in 
reaching postsecondary goals  
 
Grade 12 & Grade 14 (if necessary): 
 
____ Guardianship process 
 
____ Invite Office of Vocational 
Rehabilitation to the annual ARC 
meeting 
 
____ Prepare for graduation 
● Ensure all credits will be met 
● Make sure communication is 




● Update contact information 
for Indicator 14 
accountability 
____ Receive pre-employment 
transition services 
 
____ Continue self-advocacy and 
self-determination skills 
 
____ Determine and plan for post-
graduation transition (TARC 3, 
driver’s license, other) 
 
____ SSI (once 18, money goes to 
individual)https://www.kyspin.com/ 
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____ Know pertinent medical 
information, diagnosis, 
accommodations and medications 
 
 ____ Access Transcripts (post-
graduation) 
 
____Update post-secondary goals 
that address training, employment, 
and independent living skills. 
 
____ Continue multi- year course of 
study (that aligns with the ILP) 
needed to assist the student in 
reaching postsecondary goals  
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